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ABSTRACT

This study examines the economy of the seventeenthcentury Chesapeake as it relates to the acquisition of cloth
and clothing. As with all other aspects of Chesapeake life,
the cultivation of tobacco and the logistics of that
production had a profound impact on how people procured
clothing for themselves, their families and their servants and
slaves.
Residents of the Chesapeake did have the opportunity to
enter into large scale cloth production, however, many factors
including the environment of the colony, the demographics of
the population, and the settlement patterns dictated by
tobacco cultivation all combined to make purchase of cloth
from England the most prevalent option.
There were two primary ways by which a Chesapeake planter
could obtain cloth from England for his tobacco. These were
to send the crop to an agent in England, or to trade it with
a merchant in the Chesapeake.
Either method had risks and
benefits, but both provided the planter with the goods he
wanted.
Throughout the century, there were a variety of native
merchants, whose level of activity directly relates not only
to the vicissitudes of the tobacco market but to other events
in Europe.
In sum,
this study of the patterns of clothing
acquisition in the seventeenth-century Chesapeake provides
insight into the tobacco economy of the region as a whole.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis grew out of a research assistantship with
Jamestown Settlement during the 1992-93 academic year.

My

research was also informed by class work and discussion for
American
Broadly,

Studies
the

531,

thesis

The World of the
examines

the

Early Chesapeake.

process

of

clothing

acquisition in the Chesapeake colonies during the hundred year
period between the founding of Jamestown in 1607 and the Act
of

Union

in

17 07 which

legally

opened

colonial

trade

to

Scottish merchants.
The economy and development of the seventeenth-century
Chesapeake were intimately connected to the production and
sale of tobacco.

All aspects of life in the Chesapeake were

influenced by the demands of tobacco as a crop;

the vast

majority of economic activity within the colony depended upon
what price tobacco would fetch in European markets.

This

paper examines just one aspect of life in the seventeenthcentury

Chesapeake:

the

acquisition

of

clothing.

While

clothing is a basic human need, the actual items of apparel
vary regionally, change over time, and differ between genders
as well as among social and economic classes.

A study of

individual articles of clothing from the seventeenth-century
Chesapeake would indeed be valuable, however, my focus is on
the process of acquisition, not on the clothes themselves.
2

3

My research involved tracing the changes in the purchase
of cloth and clothing over the course of the seventeenth
century in Virginia.

In examining both primary and secondary

sources, I have investigated what clothing items Virginians
owned,

the processes by which they acquired them,

these factors changed over time.
seventeenth

century

information

available,

documents

pertain

often

to

as
the

and how

Scholars investigating the

encounter difficulties
the majority
upper

of

with the

extant

classes.

Due

primary

to

these

restrictions, my discussions regarding the "middling sort" as
well as the body of indentured servants and slaves represent
conjectures inferred from the available sources.

While cloth

and clothing were only one facet of Virginia's trade with
England, they represented a large percentage of that exchange.
This

paper

focuses

on the

apparel in the Chesapeake.

changes

in the

acquisition

of

An examination of the patterns in

the clothing trade reveals important information regarding the
configuration of trade in the Chesapeake.
Simply stated, the Chesapeake colonies remained dependent
on

England

for

the majority

of their

throughout the seventeenth century.

cloth

and

clothing

The earliest period of

settlement represented the time of greatest dependance, when
the colony lacked not only the raw materials for clothing
production but also the skilled workers necessary to create
clothing or shoes.
In

recent

years

there

has

been

an

explosion

of

4

scholarship on the Chesapeake,1 and much of that literature
has been employed in this study.

Also used were

several

published primary sources, and the transcribed records of York
County,

Virginia.

In this survey,

I have synthesized the

extensive literature on the trade of the Chesapeake,

as it

pertains to the acquisition of clothing, and, using primary
sources, have provided examples of how these processes worked.
Although the paper focuses on Virginia,

sources describing

Maryland have been utilized where applicable.
In addition to providing

an overview of the

tobacco

trade, Chapter One looks at the domestic and foreign options
which a planter had to supply himself and his family with
cloth,

concentrating

manufacture

on

the

possibilities

of wearing apparel.

ramifications

of

examines

this

how

the

It

extensive

production

further

tobacco

militated

for

domestic

outlines

production,
against

the
and

domestic

manufacturing throughout the seventeenth century.
Chapter Two examines importation, by far the most common
method of cloth acquisition during the period.

The colonies

did trade with Europeans, particularly the Dutch, before the
Navigation Acts.

They were also involved in commerce with the

other North American colonies.
the

exchange

of

tobacco

for

However, as the majority of
cloth was

with

England,

the

l.
See Thad Tate, "The Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake and Its
Modern Historians" in Tate and David L. Ammerman, eds. The
Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century (New York: W.W. Norton Co.,
1979) 3-50, for a review of the literature.

5

emphasis is on that trade.

The trade occurred in one of two

primary ways: through consignment to a tobacco merchant in
England or by a direct sale to merchants resident

in the

Chesapeake.
The first two chapters discuss the initial means of cloth
procurement, being either manufacture or purchase.

Chapter

Three considers the process of distribution, tracing changes
that occurred over the course of the period 1607-1707.

I have

paid particular attention to the period 1658-1677, which my
analysis

suggests

planter.
biographies

In

was

the

completing

major

this

period

assessment

of York County merchants

of

the

I have

as case

merchantused

the

studies

for

exploring how clothing items were brought to and disseminated
within the existing merchant system.

CHAPTER ONE
COLONIAL MANUFACTURE AS AN OPTION
Long before the first English settlement in Jamestown,
trade

in cloth and clothing was

English economy.
within

the

an

integral

part

of the

As colonization efforts began, developments

English economy ensured that

England would be

better able to provide clothing for her colonies.

From the

mid-sixteenth century, English cloth manufacturers began to
dye and finish more cloth at home,
abroad to be processed.
opened

trade

particularly

with

These so-called

different

southern

rather than sending it

Europe.

parts

of

Merchants

"new draperies"1
the

continent,

developed

more

sophisticated and effective trade networks both within England
and between England and Europe.

In addition,

the need to

distribute newly available European goods helped to extend and
develop retail organization both within London and in the
country as a whole.
By the late sixteenth century,

a favorable balance of

trade was a high priority for the English government.
addition,

economic

and

social

forces

related

to

In
early

industrialization created a higher level of mobility within
the labor force.

Because of these changes Englishmen and

women grew accustomed to the idea of migration as a method to

1 The "new draperies" consist of a series of different, lighter
weight cloth types produced by skilled immigrant workers.
6
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improve their fortunes— a movement which would take some to
London, Virginia and beyond.2
Developments in clothing manufacture,

improvements

in

transportation and the increased availability of labor were
not

directly

responsible

for

the

colonization

of

the

Chesapeake; however, they were all important to the eventual
success of that venture.

Collectively,

these developments

created an infrastructure which enabled the colonial endeavor
to progress.

Although English cloth makers and merchants were

constantly searching for new outlets for their wares,

the

American colonies were too sparsely populated to form a large
share

of

interested

the

market.

English

merchants

were

primarily

in the colonies as a source of raw materials,

rather than as a source of retail profits.

Tobacco was chief

among these raw materials as it was a vital part of London's
re-export market.
Tobacco

is

a

luxury

item,

but

the

goods

that

the

colonists received from England in exchange were crucial to
their survival.

The first Chesapeake colonists could not, and

were not expected to,

furnish their own clothing.

As the

colony grew and matured, the colonies could have supported a
2.
A variety of authors have described these changes in great
detail.
See especially L.A. Clarkson, The Pre-Industrial Economy
in England 1500-1700 (LondomB.T. Betsford Ltd., 1971); Dorothy
Davis, Fairs. Shops and Supermarkets: A History of English Shopping
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1966) ; Sybil M. Jack, Trade
and Industry in Tudor and Stuart England (London: George Allen and
Unwin Ltd., 1977); as well as W.E. Minchinton, ed. The Growth of
English Overseas Trade in the 17th and 18th Centuries (London:
Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1969).
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higher

level

England.

of

household

production

than

was

found

in

Carole Shammas reports that the colonial household,

was, on average, more affluent, larger, more likely to have
some form of bound labor and was generally located in a rural
area.

Although Virginia shares many of these theoretical

qualifications, Shammas and many others affirm that there is
little evidence of consistent household production of cloth in
Virginia at any point during the seventeenth century.3
The residents of the Chesapeake had a variety of ways by
which they could obtain apparel.
among

these

lives.

alternatives

Their

options

reveal
ranged

The decisions that they made
a great deal
both

in

cost

about

their

and facility.

Colonists could order specific items directly from England or
purchase ready made English goods sent from stores in the
colony.

In addition, they could purchase English made

European) cloth and make clothes at home.

(or

Finally, they could

manufacture clothing entirely in the colony,
fiber, from fiber to cloth and then to apparel.

from seed to
The option,

or combination of options selected changed over time, and was
also a function of the wealth of the individual, geographical
location, and, perhaps most importantly, the success of the
most recent tobacco crop.
The

procurement

of

clothing

Virginia was a complicated process,

in

seventeenth

century

and one which changed

3 Carole Shammas, The Pre-Industrial Consumer in England and
America (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990) 52-56.
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greatly over the course of the first hundred years of the
settlement.

Initially, the new colony was entirely dependant

upon England for all of its clothing needs,
shipments caused the colonists to suffer.

and delays in

Following the first

years, these hardships decreased as the settlers discovered
other options.

While the majority of imports were still cloth

from England, colonists were also able to purchase clothing
from England and cloth from the Netherlands, as well as making
some cloth and items and apparel in the colonies.

Wars in

Europe and the enforcement of the Navigation Acts had a great
impact on the availability of overseas cloth.

The enforcement

of the Navigation Acts is particularly important as it ended
the previously profitable trade with the Dutch.
External factors such as trade restrictions stimulated
local manufactures in the colonies.

From the earliest days,

Virginia's House of Burgesses encouraged domestic production
of cloth.

Also, as the settlements grew in size and became

more stable, more craftsmen such as tailors and shoemakers
settled

in

the

Chesapeake.

Naturally,

planters

such

as

William Byrd and William Fitzhugh still sent to England for
fine clothing, and cloth with which to make more commonplace
items.

However, the majority of colonists were, by the end of

the seventeenth century, more able to supply their own basic
clothing needs, if not their desire for finely worked goods.
The

Chesapeake

colonies

sufficient", of course,

could

if their

have

been

chosen way

more
of

Mself-

life— the

10

intense cultivation of tobacco on dispersed plantations— had
not dictated how the vast majority of their
resources would be spent.

scarce

labor

The relationship between colony and

mother country created further complications.

While there

were those in Virginia who wished to encourage the domestic
manufacture of clothing and shoes, powerful merchant interests
in England wished to continue the profitable

business

of

receiving the colony's tobacco in exchange for such supplies.
The clothes first owned by colonists in the Chesapeake
were those which they had brought to the colony.

Many authors

created lists suggesting necessary supplies, most of which
included a list of recommended clothing for the prospective
colonist.
these

While it is unlikely that most settlers brought all

items,

considered
falling

it

does

provide

a reasonable

bands,

three

an

wardrobe:

shirts,

one

indication

of

"a monmouth
waistcoat,

what

cap,
one

was

three

suit

of

canvas, one of frieze, one of broadcloth, three pairs of Irish
stockings, a pair of garters four pairs of shoes, and a dozen
pairs of points."4

Those traveling as indentured servants

would often have clothes provided, or at least promised, to
them.
The initial period of colonization was overseen by the
Virginia Company of London.

For the first five years the

4 Philip Bruce, Economic History of Virginia in the Seventeenth
Century, 2nd ed. , vol. 2 (New York: Macmillan Company, 1907), 186.
Bruce's source here is John Smith's General History of Virginia.
Bruce does not provide publication information as to which edition
of Smith he used.
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company planned for provisions in this way:
We doe hearby establish and ordane, that the
said several collonies and plantations, and
every person or persons of the same, severally
and respectively, shall within every of their
several precincts, for the space of five
years, next after their first landing upon the
said coast of Virginia and America, trade
together all in one stocke or devideably, but
in two or three stockes at the most, and bring
not only all the fruits of their labours
there, but alsoe such goods and commodities
which shall be brought out of England, of any
other place, into the same collonies, into
several magazines or storehouses, for that
purpose to be made, and erected there.5
The "magazines" were to be supervised by the elected Cape
Merchant,
books

aided by two or more clerks who were to keep the

for

the

company

store.

What

the

Company

provided

varied, depending upon position and occupation, as John Rolfe
described in his "True Relation of the State of Virginia" of
1616.

Rolfe divided the settlers into three groups: officers,

laborers, and farmers.

Officers were expected to earn their

own and their family's food and clothing "by their owne and
their servants' industry".6 As for the laborers, there were
two types.

One type worked solely for the colony and was

provided food and clothing from the store.

The other sort

tended to be "artyficers" who "doe worke in their professions
for

the

colony,

and

mayntayne

themselves

with

food

and

5 William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large Being a
Collection of all the Laws of Virginia. Vol. 1 (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1964) 71.
6 John Rolfe, A True Relation of the State of Virginia Lefte
bv Sir Thomas Dale Knight in May Last 1616 (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 1971) 7.
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apparrell, having time lymytted them to till and manure their
ground".7

Finally,

there

are

farmers

who

"live

at

most

ease... to mayntayne themselves and families with food and
rayment".8
needs,

In addition to fulfilling their own household

each farmer would pay grain into the "magazine"

company store.

or

The magazine had been established when the

company "sent a ship thither,

furnished with all manner of

clothing, household stuff and such necessaries, to establish
a magazine there, which the people shall buy at easy rates for
their

commodities...".9

Company

attest,

As

Rolfe's

the

records

presentation

is

of

the

Virginia

idealized.

The

Company did not always send supplies, but when they did, the
cargo

was

often

spoiled

or

inappropriate.

Rather

than

bringing necessities, the supply ships frequently contained
colonists arriving unprepared, at the wrong time of year, with
insufficient

clothing

and

food.

Although

in

theory

all

trading was to occur through the magazine, there seems in fact
to have been a booming illegal trade, mostly with the crew of
supply ships.
As

was

the

case

throughout

the

century,

colonists

received most of their clothing as lengths of cloth and the
accessories for making clothing as well as smaller, ready-made
items.

The cargo of the "Margaret", furnished by the Virginia

7 Rolfe 7.
8 Rolfe 7.
9 Rolfe 8.
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Company in the summer of 1619 seems typical.

Among the goods

on that ship were substantial quantities of points, needles,
bands,

stockings, tailor's shears, buttons and thread.

addition

to

these

items,

the

cargo

contained

lengths

In
of

canvas, dowlas and buckram, as well as some finer fabrics like
silk and taffeta.10
While the company acknowledged its obligation to clothe
the settlers, it seems to have had great faith in the colony's
ability

to

production,

become
but

also

not
to

only
surpass

self-sufficient
Europe

as

in

cloth

a supplier

of

England's needs:
We
rest
in great
assurance,
that
this
Countrey, as it is seated neere the midst of
the world, betweene the extreamities of heate
and cold; So it also participateth in the
benefits of bothe and is capable
(being
assisted with skill and industry) of the
richest commodities of most parts of the
Earth. The rich Furres, Cauiary, and Cordage,
which we draw from Russia with so great
difficulty, are to be had in Virginia, and the
parts adioyning, with ease and plenty...the
Hempe and Flaxe,
(being the material of
Linnen,) which now we fetch from Norway,
Denmarke, Poland, and Germany, are there to be
had in abundance and great perfection...The
Silkes of Persia and Italie, will be found
also in Virginia, and in no kinde of worth
infer iour.11
Perhaps dreams of great material riches loomed so large
to the Company's Adventurers, and were so necessary to those

10 Susan Kingsbury, ed., The Records of the Virginia Company of
London, vol. 3 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1906) 178189.
11 Kingsbury, III 309.
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whose fortunes were invested in the Company that they were
able to ignore the realities presented in reports from the
colonies.
clothing

The
and

colonists

required

sturdy shoes,

and received

superfluous production materials.
potential

of the New World,

staples

such

luxury

as

food,

items

and

Convinced of the limitless

sending men and materials

to

manufacture silk seemed both sensible and worthwhile, although
the recipients of these items were "men who cheerefully labor
about their grounds, their harts and hands not ceasing from
worke,

though many

have

scarse rags

to

covr

their

naked

bodyes.”12
The Virginia Company remained nominally in sole charge of
trade with the Colony until 1616, when financial difficulties
forced it to sell commissions to private companies,

often

those owned by Company members wishing to trade in Virginia.
Between 1616 and the dissolution of the Virginia Company in
1624, trade to Virginia was of two types— the "Magazine" ships
of the joint stock company, and more "free" trade with those
ships

licensed

by

the Virginia

Company.

The

selling

of

commissions for trade was an effort by the Virginia Company to
solve their monetary crises.

This effort proved insufficient,

and in 1624 Virginia became a royal colony.13

By that date,

however, the introduction of tobacco as a staple crop was more

12 Kingsbury, III 71.
13 Susan Hillier, "Shipping Between England and Virginia 16061630," Thesis, College of William and Mary, 1970, 6-9.
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important to the lives of the colonists in the Chesapeake than
was the ownership of their colony.
The successful cultivation of tobacco in the Chesapeake
began

in

1616

when

the

Virginians

shipment of tobacco to England.
lesser

quality

than

that

sent

the

first

small

The Virginia leaf was of a

grown

in

Europe,

but

the

correspondingly lower prices did much to increase its appeal.
The

new markets

which

cheaper

tobacco

created maintained

prices at a profitable level through the mid-163 0s.

After

that time, the price of tobacco increased and decreased in a
generally cyclical pattern.

The actual yearly investment in

tobacco cultivation varied, of course, with several factors—
available

labor,

quality

and

quantity

of

land,

the

indebtedness of the planter, and the prospect for a good rate
on the European market.
importance,

This last factor was of the highest

as planters tended to borrow ahead on the next

year's crop, whether from another planter or from their agents
in

London.

These

prices

were

volatile,

and

due

to

the

influence of tobacco on all aspects of economic life in the
Chesapeake, a description of the price cycle is valuable at
this stage.

Although tobacco "booms" and "depressions" varied

in duration and severity, their characteristics were similar
throughout

the

seventeenth

century

and

can

be

easily

summarized.14
14 This discussion, along with dates regarding specific periods
of "booms" and "depressions" relies heavily on Russell Menard, "The
Tobacco Industry in the Chesapeake Colonies,
1617-173 0: An

16

A "boom” began with an increased demand in Europe, which
created higher tobacco prices.
in tobacco,

This encouraged new investment

and increased the amount of available shipping

while decreasing freight charges.

Manufactured goods were

inexpensive and readily available, as was credit with English
merchants.

All these factors encouraged immigration, which in

turn increased the availability of labor and allowed for more
land to be cultivated.

The prices of other crops,

such as

wheat, tended to improve as well, causing a general increase
in aggregate and per capita income.
All these circumstances, however, created the conditions
for a depression.

The larger labor force, new settlement and

increase in land cultivation rapidly increased the output of
tobacco.

Demand did not rise with the supply, therefore the

rates paid for tobacco dropped.

Naturally,

this caused a

decline in immigration, and the rate of new settlement dropped
along with population growth.

Labor became scarce, causing a

corresponding decrease in the prices of other crops.

With the

decline in profits, the availability of shipping dwindled, and
freight prices increased.

Manufactured goods were scarce and

expensive, and credit was difficult to obtain.
types fell.

Income of all

Eventually, the supply of tobacco fell below the

demand, increasing prices, and starting the cycle again.
Periodic depressions also tended to encourage colonial
Interpretation," Research in Economic History, ed. Paul Uselding
5(1980) 109-177.
While the information is available from many
sources, this article is notable for its completeness and clarity.
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production.
shortages

Russell Menard explains that depressions created
and

higher

prices,

which

the

planters

and

legislators attempted to combat with domestic manufactures.15
The House of Burgesses passed Town Acts
create

commercial

centers.

The Acts

in an attempt to

exempted

practicing

tradesmen from taxation and provided bounties for growing flax
or hemp while other laws prohibited the export of materials
which could be used in clothing production.

These measures

were designed not only to reduce colonial reliance on English
goods but also to decrease the amount of resources devoted to
the production of tobacco.
Any new colony can

expect a limited period of utter

dependence

on the mother country

for such basic needs

as

clothing.

Unlike other colonies that engaged in widespread

domestic manufacture after the initial phase of settlement,
the Chesapeake colonies remained dependent on England long
after they were firmly established, for tobacco cultivation
was firmly entrenched in the area.
demanding

crop,

it

was profitable.

commodity, and colonists

Although tobacco was a
Labor

was a

scarce

preferred to concentrate available

labor in the lucrative business of tobacco production.

Larger

planters experimented with flax production and other crops
when tobacco prices fell, but when the market recovered, they
all but abandoned these attempts.
In Tobacco Colony. Gloria Main suggests several possible
15 Menard, "Tobacco Industry" 126.
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reasons for the planters' experimentation.
cloth

produced

quality.
much

in

the

Chesapeake

was

She notes that the
generally

of

poor

Naturally, this made cloth purchased from England

more

attractive

themselves.16

to

planters

purchasing

apparel

for

In addition, as labor was still more valuable

than land, turning resources to the time consuming process of
flax or wool production did not seem a useful or profitable
exercise.

Due to the time

and effort

involved

in cloth

making, only the wealthier planters were financially able to
divert resources to the production of cloth.

Besides scarce

time

created

or money,

difficulties.

cultivating

specific

fibers

other

For example, because flax and tobacco ripened

simultaneously and both needed to be processed quickly to
remain economically viable, it was not feasible to plant both.
The

climate

of the Chesapeake was unsuitable

for growing

cotton,

and therefore colonists purchased it from the West

Indies.

Wool, the final fiber option, could have been locally

produced.

Sheep, however, proved to be problematic livestock

in the seventeenth century Chesapeake.

They require more care

than other do stock like cattle or hogs, which the planters
could leave to forage freely until they were needed, and are
were vulnerable to predators.
produced

in the Chesapeake,

In addition,
it was not

when wool was

of the

same high

16 Gloria Main, Tobacco Colony: Life in Early Maryland. 16501720 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982) 182-184.
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quality as the English variety.17
Attaining a supply of fiber was problematic and cloth
production

was

effective.

time

consuming

Home spun cloth,

but

rarely,

if

ever,

cost

"even in times of low tobacco

prices... cost as much per yard

in the

inventories

of the

estates as did the imported kerseys with which it chiefly
competed"18. Demographics also played a role in the amount of
domestic manufacture.

The population of the early Chesapeake

was predominantly composed of young men.

Since much of the

initial work associated with the production of cloth, such as
spinning, was considered women's work, the population could
not support the activity.

Those women who did settle in the

Chesapeake focused on activities more necessary for survival.
In addition,

the tobacco plantations'

dispersed

locations

discouraged shoe makers and tailors from practicing their
crafts.
were

Finally,

in tobacco,

payment.

any debts which the planters had accrued
and creditors expected that commodity as

The only established marketing network between the

colony and England was in tobacco, which provided a further
impetus

for

clothing.19

the

continued

production

of

tobacco

over

The planter's commitment to the production of

17 Main 183-184.
18 Main 184.
19 Lois Green Carr, Russell R. Menard, and Lorena S. Walsh,
Robert Cole's World: Agriculture and Society in Early Chesapeake
Society (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the
Institute of Early American History and Culture, 1991) 13.
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tobacco as a staple crop had created an infrastructure within
the

colony

which

was

commercial centers.

not

conducive

to

the

formation

of

The dispersed settlement pattern and lack

of adequate land transportation discouraged the development of
the community groups necessary for the establishment of large
scale domestic manufactures.
Besides being hindered by a scarcity of regular work,
skilled craftsmen would likely have been paid in the "coin of
the realm"— tobacco.

Except at harvest time, craftsmen would

have been paid with promissory notes.
uncertainty of collecting on notes,

Rather than face the
and the difficulty of

supporting their family for the remainder of the year, most of
those trained in a craft also became tobacco producers:
For want of Towns, Markets, and Money, there
is but little Encouragement for Tradesman and
Artificers, and therefore little Choice of
them, and their Labour very dear in the
Country, A Tradesman having no Opportunity of
a Market where he can buy Meat, Milk, Corn,
and all other things, must either make Corn,
keep Cows, and raise Stocks himself, or must
ride about the County to buy Meat and Corn
where he can find it;... Then a great deal of
the Tradesman's Time being necessarily spent
in going and coming to and from his Work in
dispers'd Country Plantations, and his pay
being generally in straggling Parcels of
Tobacco, the Collection whereof costs about 10
per Cent, and the best of this Pay coming but
once a Year, so that he cannot turn his Hand
frequently with a small Stock, as Tradesmen do
in England and elsewhere, all this occasions
the Dearth of all Tradesmen's Labour, and
likewise the Discouragement, Scarcity, and

21

Insufficiency of Tradesmen.20 (emphasis added)
Some colonists argued for greater economic diversity,
encouraging home production and the cultivation of a wider
variety of crops.

The House of Burgesses regularly passed

legislation which alternately encouraged and obliged planters
to produce flax, hemp, leather and silk.

The Burgesses tried

to prohibit the exportation of raw materials such as wool or
hides;

to provide a bounty for the production of a fixed

amount of linen or silk cloth— even to require each planter to
produce these items.
diversity
effect.
domestic

nor

Neither financial incentives for crop

legislation

requiring

it

had

a

noticeable

In 1705, Robert Beverley noted the possibilities for
production,

attributing

the

colony's

failure

to

clothe itself to a defect in character:
They have their Cloathing of all sorts from
England, as Linnen, Woollen, Silk, Hats and
Leather. Yet Flax, and Hemp grow no where in
the World, better than there; their Sheep
yield a mighty Increase,
and bear good
Fleeces, but they shear them only to cool
them.
The Mulberry-Tree, whose Leaf is the
proper food of the Silk-Worm, grows there like
a Weed, and Silk-Worms have been observ'd to
thrive extreamly, and without any hazard. The
very Furrs that their Hats are made of,
perhaps go first from thence; and most of
their Hides lie and rot, or are made use of,
only for covering dry Goods, in a leaky House.
Indeed some few Hides with much adoe are
tann'd, and made into Servants Shoes; but at
so careless a rate, that the Planters don't
care to buy them, if they can get others; and
sometimes perhaps a better manager than
20 Henry Hartwell, James Blair, and Edward Chilton, The Present
State of Virginia and the College, ed. Hunter Dickinson Parrish
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1964) 9-10.
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ordinary, will vouchsafe or make a pair of
Breeches of a Deer-Skin.
Nay, they are such
abominable
I11-husbands,
that tho'
their
Country be over-run with Wood, yet they have
all their Wooden Ware from England; their
Cabinets,
Chairs, Tables, Stools, Chests,
Boxes, Cart-Wheels, and all other things, even
so much as their Bowl, and Birchen Brooms, to
the Eternal Reproach of their Laziness.21
Beverley's discussion is evidence that the legislation
passed by the House of Burgesses was ineffectual, despite its
constant
reliance

reiteration.22
on

Beverley's

English manufacture

attribution

to Virginian

of

laziness

the
is

perhaps too harsh, as a variety of reasons could be suggested
for this phenomenon.
colonies
clothing.

are

one major

English expectations concerning the
factor

in the

failure

to

produce

The English perceived their colonies, particularly

the tobacco-growing Chesapeake primarily as sites of profit
making.

The crown received large duties on tobacco, and had

plenty of cloth at home.

"Virginia merchants" wished to

continue making a profit from their trade, and cloth comprised
a large part of Chesapeake-bound cargoes.

It was certainly

not in the best interests of English merchants for the colony
to become more self-sufficient in the production of cloth.
Philip Bruce writes, perhaps a bit fancifully, of Virginian

21 Robert Beverley, History and Present State of Virginia, ed.
Louis B. Wright. (Chapel Hill:University of North Carolina Press,
1947) 295.
22. Examples of colonial legislation encouraging production
permeate Heninq's Statutes. For representative samples see Volume
1, pages 218, 420, 463 and 470, to provide just a few instances.
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attempts to encourage manufacturing while hiding their success
from England.

However melodramatically,

he does cast some

light on the English position:
Every coat worn by the planter, every dram of
spirits consumed by him, which had been
obtained by means of tobacco from traders of
Holland, diminished to that extent the value
of the Virginian market for English goods; and
to an equal extent, the value of that market
was
diminished
whenever
the
planter
substituted for that suit which he was able
to buy of the English merchant, a suit woven,
cut and sewn by members of his own family.23
Ann Markell documents a similar situation.

She cites

various statutes passed to encourage manufacturing,

arguing

that with these manufactures, Virginians were attempting to
demonstrate their autonomy.
doubts

about

the

The English, who had few, if any

inferiority

of

the

Virginians,

were

unimpressed with these colonial efforts and expressed their
displeasure economically and legislatively.

This established

what Markell refers to as an "almost schizophrenic dialogue
regarding manufacturing in the colony",24 with the Virginians
caught between their simultaneous need for English approval
and desire for more economic independence.

She does

not

wholly attribute manufacturing in Virginia to this desire for
more independence, but illuminates a possible motivation.
Although

the

intensive nature

of tobacco

cultivation

23 Bruce 394.
24 Ann B. Markell, "Manufacturing Identity: Material Culture
and Social Change in 17th-Century Virginia," Diss., University of
California at Berkeley, 1990, 118.
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generally served to discourage manufacturing in the colonies,
the periodic depressions in the market did encourage more home
production.

Home production increased during times of low

tobacco prices,
times.

and was more or less abandoned during boom

While the eighteenth century is beyond the scope of

this project,
American

it seems

likely that

Revolution made wearing

it was not until

homespun

cloth

not

the
only

necessary but patriotic, that any concerted effort at cloth
production was made in the Chesapeake.
Various

considerations

other than the uncertainty

of

tobacco prices encouraged domestic manufacturing, such as the
enforcement of the Navigation Acts and various European wars.
The impact of these elements, however, largely derives from
their influence on the tobacco market.
for

example,

shipping,

increased

while

the

both

the

enforcement

The Anglo-Dutch wars,

costs
of

and

the

the

risks

Navigation

of

Acts

prohibited and largely prevented the profitable trade which
the planters had been enjoying with the Netherlands.

One

would expect that the extreme vulnerability of the tobacco
planter to the vagaries of the market would have encouraged a
concerted effort to increase domestic manufactures, but this
was not the case.
a

group,

Despite hardships, Chesapeake planters, as

remained

committed

cheerfully abandoned domestic

to

tobacco

industry

for

production,

and

imported goods

whenever the market improved.
Tobacco created other impediments to the development of

25

domestic manufacture.

Although the market never again reached

the stage of extreme profitability it had enjoyed in the early
days

of

cultivation,

relatively
century.

profitable

its

periodic

throughout

"booms”

most

of

kept
the

tobacco

seventeenth

Planters seem to have been unwilling or unable to

accommodate to the steady decline of the market as a whole
because they had substantial investments in the implements and
resources necessary for growing tobacco.

Perhaps they also

anticipated improvements in the tobacco market which would
once again make huge fortunes possible.

In addition, most

planters were indebted either to a larger planter or to their
London agents.

These debts were in the form of notes against

the next tobacco crop which forced planters to continue to
grow tobacco; if the price of the crop decreased in a given
year, they simply had to grow more of it to satisfy the same
debts.

Producing cloth might prevent the accumulation of

further debt, but it would not satisfy existing creditors.
addition,

tobacco was the commodity for which there was an

established marketing network.
factors,

In

it was

only

Due to a combination of these

the wealthier

planters

who

had

the

resources available for diversification, whether this involved
cultivating

other

crops,

or manufacturing

goods

at

home.

Gloria Main notes that "the spread of tools associated with
home

manufacture

households

and

to

of

cloth

planters

was

confined

living

on

to

the

upper
lower

class

eastern
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shore".25

She finds that very few of the poorer families in

Maryland

during

1700.26

In

the

Robert

period
Cole's

owned

spinning

World,

the

wheels

authors'

before

research

supports this finding, and they report that only six of the
165 estates surveyed in St. Mary's County until to 1677 owned
spinning wheels.27

Looms,

necessary for the next stage of

cloth production are almost totally absent from seventeenthcentury Chesapeake inventories.

Therefore,

what could be

produced, even in a home with spinning wheels, would have been
limited

to

small,

knitted

items.

Gervase

Markham's

description of the duties of a seventeenth-century English
housewife suggest that even well-established English homes
would send their spun thread out to be woven.28
Not

only were the wealthier planters

better

able

to

diversify, but as the century progressed they were also more
likely to own slaves.
the

initial purchase,

Enslaved labor was, if one could afford
a better investment.

An indentured

servant trained as a shoemaker or tanner would labor for the
planter during the duration of his indenture, and then be free
to ply that trade for his own profit.

A slave's labor, on the

25 Main 18 3.
26 Main 169.
27 Carr, Menard, Walsh 52.
28 Gervase Markham, The English Housewife, ed. Michael R. Best
(Kingston and Montreal: McGi11-Queen's University Press, 1986) 1523. Lorena Walsh kindly brought this source and the information
about looms to my attention.
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other hand, was owned for life, and would be a continuing
source

of

profits

to

the

planter.

Conversely,

the

introduction of African slaves to the plantation labor force
may have demeaned field work, creating a psychological need to
differentiate white work from black labor.

This could have

increased the number of white workers being taught a trade, in
order to separate them from the slaves doing agricultural
work.

Whatever the motivation or mechanics of the change, by

the seventeenth century, some planters were engaged in more
home production.

As always, these planters tended to be among

the wealthiest.

For example, William Fitzhugh in a letter of

June 21, 1692, asked one of his agents to send "if you could
with conveniency & early send me in four spinning wheels to
spin flax with".29
Much

more

common

than

production

of

cloth

in

the

Chesapeake was the domestic production of clothing from cloth
purchased from England.
among their

The very wealthy might have a tailor

indentured servants or slaves,

as did William

Byrd, who wrote to Arthur North, one of his agents, in 1686,
"Pray if possible procure me a tailor,
free.

for mine is almost

One years work in my family is more than a tailor can

be worth".30

For those families who had less than a full

29 Richard Beale Davis, ed., William Fitzhugh and his
Chesapeake World 1676-1701 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press for the Virginia Historical Society, 1963) 300.
30 Marion Tinling, ed., The Correspondence of the Three William
Bvrds of Westover Virginia 1684-1776 (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia for the Virginia Historical Society, 1977) 62.
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years work for a tailor, he could always be rented out to
other families in need of his skills.

Those who did not have

a personal tailor, but could afford to pay one on a temporary
basis,

could utilize a traveling one, as did Robert Cole's

executor.

Cole had requested in his will that his daughters

be taught to sew— which would have enabled them to do the some
of the basic sewing work for the household, though probably
not the tailoring.31 While simple jobs could be done at home,
it required the skilled work of a tailor to undertake items
that needed "...buttonholes, cover buttons, and [to] do the
kind of complicated fitting that went with men's breeches and
coats".32 Regardless of the girls' skills, the account books
record yearly visits

from a tailor to mend clothes,

and,

presumably, to make new ones.33
The final aspect of domestic production is shoe making.
Like cloth production, the most evidence of shoe manufacturing
exists among the wealthier planters and on those the Eastern
Shore.

Susie Ames recounts that shoe making on both the

domestic and commercial levels was a flourishing activity on
the

Eastern

Shore

throughout

the

latter

31 I am grateful to Brenda Deane Rousseau
Settlement for clarifying this distinction.
32 Stephanie Grauman Wolf, As Various as
Everyday Lives of Eicrhteenth-Centurv Americans
Collins, 1993) 96.
33 Carr, Menard, Walsh 84.

part

at

of

the

Jamestown

Their Land: The
(New York:Harper
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seventeenth century,34

By the 1660s there were at least two

reasonably large shoemakers on the Eastern Shore.
Colonel

Edmond Scarburgh,

shoemakers.35

who

in 1662 was

The career of Hugh Yeo,

One was

employing nine

the other shoemaker

Ames identifies, suggests that like most aspects of life in
the early Chesapeake, it was labor, not material, which was
the major factor retarding the growth of manufacturing in the
seventeenth century.

Ames recounts a letter from Yeo to his

brother in England requesting that his brother help locate
craftsmen for his shop.

Yeo states that he has had no trouble

in obtaining hides for his tannery, but lacked skilled men to
tan the hides.

The need for tanned hides and shoes were

greater than the capacity of the few trained men that he
had.36
In addition to the Eastern Shore examples,
instances

of

wealthy

planters

elsewhere

in

there are
Virginia

manufacturing shoes, perhaps in hopes of defraying the expense
of providing English-made shoes to their indentured servants
or slaves.

For example,

William Fitzhugh,

in an undated

letter to one of his agents, John Cooper, writes:
If you could send me a Shoemaker or two with
their tools as, lasts, tacks, awls, knives &c.
with half a hundred of Shoemaker's thread, &
about twenty or thirty gallons train Oyl, &
34 Susie M. Ames, Studies of the Virginia Eastern Shore in the
Seventeenth Century (New York: Russell & Russell, 1940) 133.
35 Ames 13 3.
36 Ames 134.
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some proper colourings for leather, I having
this year set up a Tan house, it would be of
great advantage & convenience to me.37
Note, however, that while Fitzhugh is able to establish
atannery

and acquire the necessary raw materials,

he lacks

the local skilled labor, as well as tools for shoe making.
Although
recommended

there

the

were

colonial

several
production

considerations
of

clothing

which
in

the

Chesapeake, there were many more negative factors retarding
the promotion of domestic manufacture of cloth.

Colonial

cloth production would have, and, to some extent, did serve as
a bulwark against the volatile tobacco market.

It could have

given the Chesapeake colonies more autonomy, especially after
the 1660s when the English effectively stopped colonial trade
with the rest of Europe.

The Virginia legislature actively

encouraged the production of apparel, and it seems that some
residents made serious attempts at domestic manufacturing.
Although such production gradually increased over time, Gloria
Main states that a penny a pound was the minimum price at
which seventeenth-century tobacco growers could make a profit.
While there was an increase of domestic cloth production in
the eighteenth century, "the poorer half of planters living in
regions containing prime tobacco lands did not make any of
their own clothing".38
For the most part,
37 R.B. Davis 308.
38 Main 73-74.

the residents of the Chesapeake

31

continued, for a variety of reasons, to clothe themselves with
items bought from England.

English goods were, as conditions

stood, relatively no more expensive than domestic manufactures
of lesser quality.

The general scarcity of labor was another

factor, as was the relatively small number of women settlers
throughout

much

of

the

seventeenth

century.

The

most

influential factor, however, was the centrality of tobacco to
the colony's economy.

While some have suggested that the

problem was an absence of skilled labor, this does not seem to
have been the case.
meant

that

skilled

the

Chesapeake

workers,

servants.
of

the

Shifts in economic fortunes in England

often

received

textile

periodic

workers,

as

influxes

of

indentured

Paul Clemens finds that about twenty-five percent

white

male

immigrants

to

the

Eastern

Shore

were

artisans.39
There were, then, immigrants in the Chesapeake with the
skills necessary for cloth production, as well as a need for
domestic manufacture of cloth.

After the period of indenture,

however, most artisans became engaged in tobacco production.
In Charles County,

Maryland,

Lorena Walsh

found that many

servants arriving in that county would identify themselves by
the trades which they had practiced in England such as woolcomber or spinner.

By the end of their indenture period,

however, these same men would have ceased to use their former
39 Paul G.E. Clemens, The Atlantic Economy and Colonial
Maryland's Eastern Shore From Tobacco to Grain (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1980) 90.
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trade as identification.40
The presence of those who did have cloth making skills
who did not practice them in the Chesapeake suggests a very
deliberate choice to cultivate tobacco rather than to practice
a trade.

Clemens argues that despite the demand for clothing,

colonial artisans faced overwhelming odds when competing with
English manufactures.41
Ronald Grim suggests a similar dynamic at work with shoe
production in York County.

He documents the presence of shoe-

making materials in the mid-seventeenth century, and notes a
dramatic rise in the number of shoe-makers, from four possible
to seven definite craftsmen between the late 1650s to 1660s.42
He attributes the rise to economic and political changes in
the importation of shoes.

Only when it was impossible to

obtain cloth or shoes from England did domestic production
increase.
Several other reasons have been suggested as to why those
skilled in trades either left the Chesapeake or began a new
career in tobacco.

The Chesapeake colonies were labor-poor

and land-rich, which encouraged a dispersed settlement pattern
40 Lorena S. Walsh, "Charles County, Maryland, 1658-1795: A
Study of Chesapeake Social and Political Structure," diss.,
Michigan State University, 1977, 227.
41 Clemens 91-92.
42 Ronald E. Grim, "The Absence of Towns in Seventeenth Century
Virginia: The Emergence of Service Centers in York County," diss.,
University of Maryland, 1977, 275.
I would like to thank Julie
Richter of the Colonial Williamsburg Research Department for
bringing this useful resource to my attention.
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along the fertile river banks.
households

The scattered nature of the

along rivers discouraged the creation of towns

which might otherwise have served as convenient centers for
the

growth

items.
England

of domestic manufacture
The

and

riverside
was

a

settlement

basic

reason

of clothing
encouraged
why

the

and

other

trade

with

majority

of

seventeenth-century clothing acquisition was fundamentally the
exchange of tobacco for cloth.

While periods of depression

did tend to encourage home production of clothing items,
was

never

a major component of the

seventeenth-century Chesapeake.

economic

life

of

it
the

CHAPTER TWO
IMPORTATION AS A WAY OF LIFE
After the earliest years of settlement, Virginians were
producing

some

cloth

and

leather.

At

no

point

in

the

seventeenth century, however, was this home production of any
major

economic

importance.

Almost

without

exception,

a

Virginian acquiring clothing in the seventeenth century would
trade with an English or European merchant.
Trade with the Dutch was initially very profitable, and
was crucial to the colonies during the English Civil War.
However, periodic Anglo-Dutch wars interrupted the trade, and
after 1660, England's Navigation Acts tended to severely limit
trading opportunities with partners other than England and her
Atlantic colonies.
Even before the Navigation Acts trade with England was
always the most favored option.

The settlers in Virginia were

Englishmen who had strong emotional ties to England.

As all

trans-Atlantic trade operated on trust and credit, planters
looked to England, to friends and family who a planter could
trust to handle important transactions.
noted,

the

unstable

nature

of

As Bernard Bailyn has

seventeenth-century

mandated close ties between trading partners.1

trade

J.M.

Sosin

similarly asserts that the Navigation Acts only legislated a
condition

that

had

evolved

without

legislation,

due

to

1 Bernard Bailyn, "Communication and Trade: The Atlantic in the
Seventeenth Century," Journal of Economic History 13 (1953): 380.
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traditional and familial ties between the continents.2
A planter wishing to sell his tobacco crop had a choice
of two established methods.

First, he could ship his crop to

an agent in England to be sold there.

This method is commonly

referred to as the consignment system.
agent in London,

If he did not have an

he could sell it to an agent or merchant

resident in Virginia.

Both options had some variations, and

both had advantages and disadvantages.
The English merchant to whom the shipment was consigned
handled the sale of the tobacco in England, assuming none of
the risks,
sale.

as the planter owned the crop until the time of

After

making

deducted all costs,

the

sale,

the

consignment

merchant

and then either credited his client's

account or purchased the goods the planter required,

again

deducting his commission.
The other alternative was to sell to a merchant resident
in

the

colony.

These merchants

tended

to

represent

the

outports of England of which Bristol is the most important
example.

This system was later perfected by the Scottish

traders of the eighteenth century.3

This manner of selling

tobacco meant that the English owner bore the risks and cost
of transportation.

The planter had a price that he was sure

2 J. M. Sosin, English America and Restoration Monarchy of
Charles II: Transatlantic Politics. Commerce, and Kinship (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1980) 5.
3 Richard Pares, Merchants and Planters (Cambridge: University
Press, 1960) 35.
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of, but perhaps not the best possible one.

In addition, while

the consignment system provided English credit, this "cargo"
system was more colony centered.
had

a wide

variety

of

imported

While some of the merchants
items

in their

stores,

a

planter wanting a specialty or custom item from England would
probably have been better served by the consignment system as
a more direct link to English goods.
Englishmen involved in a variety of trades
consignment merchants.

served as

However, merchants dealing in foreign

markets tended to specialize in a specific geographic area,
reflecting the fact that foreign markets demanded specialized
skills and resources.
and

required

specialized

a

Overseas trade entailed greater risks

larger

knowledge

initial
regarding

investment,
the

as

particular

Although Virginians were technically English,

well

as

market.4

the risks of

trans-Atlantic trade and the large investment of resources
necessary meant that trade with the Chesapeake followed many
of the patterns associated with foreign trade.

As a partial

protection from the sizable risks, there was often a family or
friendship connection with the planter and his agent.

Perhaps

as a result of the bonds between them the agent usually filled
a variety of roles other than purely mercantile functions for
their clients.
In addition to supplying material needs, agents oversaw

4 L.A. Clarkson, The Pre-Industrial Economy in England 15001750 (London: B.T. Batsford, Ltd., 1971) 139.
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personal
family

business

still

in

for the
England,

planters,
handled

provided

the

services

planter's

to

banking,

administered those portions of estates found in England, and
handled their mail.

For example, Elizabeth Donnan describes

some of the services provided to William Byrd by Micajah
#

Perry.

Perry handled Byrd's furs as well as his tobacco.

In

exchange for these commodities, Perry was "called upon to ship
ironwork for a sawmill, nails, Indian goods such as duffields
and cottons, gunlocks, "small white beads, the only kind that
will sell," shoes and stockings, hats, thread, Indian guns,
jews-harps,
secretoire,

tobacco
belts

tongs,

for Indians,

scissors,

ink,

rats bane,

glasses,

a

a trade-invoice

book, and two books, the 'Turkish Spy' and Burnett's 'Theory
of the Earth'."5
An even more extreme example of the demands placed on an
agent

is

that

of William

England,

entrusting

merchant.

His

his

Fitzhugh,

care

expectations

to

who

George

were

sent

his

Mason,

a

considerable,

son

to

Bristol
as

the

following letter displays:
Sr. By this comes a large and dear Consignment
from me, the Consignment of a son to your care
& Conduct, I am well pleased & assure my self
of a carefull and Ingenious manage, if you
will please to undertake it, the generall good
Character of your most vertuous Lady, who I
must
esteem
the
Cape
Merchant
in
the
Adventure, puts me under the assurance that he
will be as well, if not better, under your
5 Elizabeth Donnan, "Eighteenth Century English Merchants:
Micajah Perry," Journal of Economic and Business History 4 (1931):
74.

38

Conduct there, than he can be possibly with us
here.
He is furnished with cloaths only for
his Sea Voyage, for I thought it was needless
to make him up cloaths here for his wear
there, because it might be there better & more
suitable done, therefore I shall refer to you
for furnishing of him with what is fit &
decent,
as befits an honest Planter or
farmer's son, not with what's rich or gaudy, I
shall refer that to your own discretion. ..
Therefore if it could be as Capt. Jones tells
me it may, I would have him put to a french
Schoolmaster, to continue his french & learn
latin, Now Capt. Jones tells me there is such
a School or two, about three or four miles
from Bristol, & if it could conveniently be
done,
I would have him boarded at the
Schoolmaster's house. Now Sr. I have told you
my mind & how I would have him managed if I
could, I must at last say in general 1 terms,
that I refer the whole to your discreet &
prudent manage, assuring my self that if you
are pleased to undertake the trouble, you will
do by him as if he were a Child or relation of
your own & shall without more saying refer him
wholly to your Conduct, & hope within a week
after his Arrival you will contrive him to his
business, what's necessary for him, either for
books, Cloaths of now & then a little money to
buy apples plums &c. is left solely to your
self & all charges shall be punctually
answer'd by you and thankfully acknowledged.6
The level of trust suggested by this transactions underscores
the importance of the choice of a London agent.
However many personal services an agent might render, his
primary function was to sell tobacco and purchase those goods
a planter needed that were unavailable locally.
agent fill those needs?

How did an

As was suggested in Chapter One, the

seventeenth century saw an enormous transformation

in the

6 Richard Beale Davis, ed. , William Fitzhugh and his Chesapeake
World 1676-1701 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press
for the Virginia Historical Society, 1963) 361-2.
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English commercial system.
weakening,

while

the

The control of the guilds was

scale

and

opportunities continued to expand.

variety

of

shopping

To explore how a planter's

agent might have shopped, it is important to look to England
to see what effect retailing changes made there.
Dorothy

Davis

has

traced

the

progress

of

English

shopping, from the medieval fairs and markets which privileged
the seller,

to the rise of London as a retail center that

catered to the consumer.

In addition, Linda Baumgarten's work

on

merchants

seventeenth-century

in

Boston

confirms

the

centrality of London in the newly organized colonial trade.7
Dorothy

Davis

enumerates

two

partial

causes

of

the

retailing boom she describes— a dramatic growth in London's
population, and increase in the amount and variety of goods
available,

particularly those from abroad.8

Not only were

there more people in London, but also more people with more
money,

an argument F.J.

sixteenth

and

Fisher elaborates.

seventeenth

centuries,

he

London of the

asserts,

was

the

center of the land market, and attracted the gentry to the
Inns of Court as well as to the University of London.

London

was becoming ever more the place to borrow money, find a wife,
or

answer

lawsuits.

A

judicious,

or perhaps

beleaguered

7 Linda Baumgarten, " The Textile Trade in Boston, 1650-1700,"
Arts of the Anglo-American Community in the Seventeenth Century,
ed. Ian M.G. Quimby (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia,
1975) 227.
8 Dorothy Davis, Fairs. Shops and Supermarkets: A History of
English Shopping. (Toronto:University of Toronto Press,1966) 55.
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aristocrat could also save some money by closing down his
country estate and moving to the city, where new attractions
and

entertainments

awaited

him.9

Through

his

agent,

the

successful Virginian could gain access to some of these new
delights.

However, Virginia planters seem to have been less

likely than the English gentry to indulge in such "conspicuous
consumption".

During

the

seventeenth

century,

the

most

authoritative scholarship suggests that nearly all planters,
after purchasing necessities, reinvested their profits in land
and labor.

Although there were some exceptions, the majority

of planters limited their consumption of superfluous goods.
The planters' investment in capital improvements meant
that their status was not readily apparent in their homes or
their

clothing.

They were

not people

of

refinement

and

leisure, desiring silk or velvet, they wanted "coarse goods,
useful for the country", and that is what they wore.10

If it

could be measured by clothing at all, class would be subtly
measured by the quantity of items owned,
lesser degree of "coarseness".
wealthy planter such as

or by a slightly

The quality desired by even a

William Fitzhugh is revealed in the

following complaint to an agent in London:
9 F.J. Fisher, "The Development of London as a Centre of
Conspicuous
Consumption
in
the
Sixteenth
and
Seventeenth
Centuries," Essays in Economic History. Volume 2 . ed. E.M. CarusWilson (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1962) 201.
10 Lois Green Carr, Russell R. Menard, Lorena S. Walsh, Robert
Cole's World: Agriculture and Society in Early Maryland (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture, 1991) 107-108.
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I received the inclosed bill of loading with
the things therein mentioned, though I must
tell you part of the things were damnified,
the coarser sort of Diaper extremely coarse
and the finer sort not very fine.
I would
have wished both sorts a little finer, for
when I send for goods I would have a medium
used, neither too fine nor too coarse.11
Planters
clothing

not

would

have

only

for

had

to

purchase

themselves,

indentured servants and slaves.

but

cloth
also

to

for

make
their

The items of clothing may

have been specified in the terms of the indenture,

or the

planters might have clothed servants merely to protect their
investment.

Although

individual
clothing
comprised

to
in

it would have been unlikely for an

receive

one

a major

year,

more

than

garments

portion

of

one
for

or

two

articles

servants

a planters'

and

annual

of

slaves
budget.

Gloria Main further suggests that the clothing of servants
would

have

represented

not

only

a

legal

or

practical

responsibility for the planter, but also a moral one.12
Judging from the evidence surveyed for this paper, the
vast majority of all clothing related purchases were lengths
of

cloth,

rather

than

ready-made

clothing.

This

is not

surprising, as at this time most English people also acquired
clothing

in this

way.

Existing planters

correspondence,

invoices for ships, as well as the inventories of merchants
all list much more cloth than clothing, a fact which Ronald
11 R.B. Davis 293.
12 Gloria Main, Tobacco Colony: Life in Early Maryland. 16501720 (Princeton:Princeton University Press, 1982) 184-185.
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Grim's work on York County confirms.
be

found

in the archaeological

Additional evidence may

record.

In his

Guide

to

Artifacts of Colonial Virginia. Ivor Noel Hume discusses lead
seals discovered on seventeenth and eighteenth century sites.
These seals were placed on bales of cloth either to specify a
manufacturer

or

to

denote

the

payment

of

taxes.

The

manufacturers seal was more common in the eighteenth century.
Hume states that these seals are "fairly common on sites once
associated with trade" which seems to confirm that cloth in
bales was a common import.13
Some

of

the

prefabricated

items

listed

in

ship's

inventories, such as stockings, are referred to as new. Other
clothing items, however,
which

suggests

colonies.

are sometimes described as "old",

a possible

trade

in used

clothing

to

the

This emulates an English trend.14 Planters needed

access to cloth,

shoes,

and some ready-made items such as

stockings, gloves, and hats, and most relied on English agents
to provide the link to needed and desired goods.15
13 Ivor Noel Hume, A Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970) 269-271. I would like to thank
Tom Davidson at Jamestown Settlement for bringing this source to my
attention.
14. Dorothy Davis mentions a flourishing trade in second-hand
clothing.(116).
See also Beverly Lemire,
"Consumerism in
Preindustrial and Early Industrial England: the Trade in Secondhand
Clothes," Journal of British Studies. 27.1 (1988) 1-24.
15 For a comprehensive discussion of clothing in seventeenthcentury England, see Margaret Spufford The Great Reclothinq of
Rural England: Petty Chapmen and their Wares in the Seventeenth
Century (London:Hambledon Press, 1984).
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John

Bland

was

one

such merchant.

Spanish seizure of his merchandise,

In

1643,

fearing

Bland shipped all his

goods to London, intending to send the goods to his brother
Adam at Jamestown.
in political

Unfortunately, Bland's London partner was

difficulty,

and the cargo was

fortunate

for the historian,

indicates

the

Virginia.16
wine,

range

of

seized.

an inventory was

merchandise

commonly

More

taken,

and

shipped

to

In addition to metal wares and a vast store of

Bland's cargo contained a large amount of ready-made

items.

The inventory listed more than thirty-five dozen pairs

of shoes, several dozen hats, an amazing variety of gloves,
and many pairs of stockings for men, women, and boys.

Besides

actual clothing items, Bland was shipping many related items
such

as

ribbons,

knitting

needles,

laces,

points,

astounding array and number of pins and needles.17

and

a

Although

Bland was not trading directly in cloth, the inventory of his
cargo indicates the variety of items involved in the clothingrelated trade.

Archaeological findings suggest that Bland's

cargo was not unique, as pins are commonly found despite their
small size, along with other items such as hooks, thimbles,
buttons and buckles.

Hume explains that the majority of these

types of items found on seventeenth and eighteenth century

16 Neville Williams, "The Tribulations of John Bland, Merchant:
London, Seville, Jamestown, Tangier, 1643-1680," Virginia Magazine
of History and Biography 72 (1964): 20-22.
17 Williams 30-41.
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sites are probably English.18
The English shops from which these items came were very
different from those of previous years.

Retail practices in

seventeenth-century London were transformed by

changes

fashion, as well as by reformed internal trade practices.

in
New

products from overseas, chiefly tea and tobacco, changed the
way the city perceived the retail experience.
suggests

that these two

items,

along with

tended to expand the retailers stock.
small

Dorothy Davis
other

imports,

She contends that the

shops like those of the Royal Exchange and the New

Exchange, modeled on the shopping centers of Elizabethan days,
were, by the end of the seventeenth century no longer suited
for the existing retail trade.19
Given
planters'

these

changes

agent would

in

the

English

need to visit

marketplace,

a variety

locations to fulfill his client's needs.

of

the

retail

Woolen cloth could

be purchased directly from Blackwell Hall, the building that
was the center of English textile marketing.

Agents could

also fill orders at one of the new shopping areas that Dorothy
Davis mentions,

such as the Royal Exchange, built in 1568,

which

many

included

shops

under

one

roof.

While

both

Blackwell Hall and a shopping center were possible sources for
cloth

purchase,

establishment

a

for

mercer's
cloth

18 Hume 84-93, 254-257.
19 D. Davis 125-126.

shop

purchase.

was
A

the
mercer

most

likely

"...did

not
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usually sell clothes,
them.

but the things necessary for making

Apart from cloth, these included pins and thread."20

Dorothy

Davis

names

Cheapside

as

"the principal

shopping

street in the seventeenth century", and it was here that an
agent would start his shopping.21 For the planter looking for
a special item, the agent might go to one of the new retail
shopping areas catering to the English upper classes.
addition

to

the

mercer

for

cloth,

and

a

small

In

retail

establishment for novelty or specialty items, the agent would
almost certainly visit a haberdasher to fill the planter's
needs.

A haberdasher

kept a

shop

which

has no

modern

counterpart, selling a vast array of small but necessary items
which had no specialty shop dedicated to them.22
A visit to a hatter, hosier, or a glover might also be in
order, especially if the customer was a substantial planter.
For a large, successful planter such as William Byrd I, the
agent's route might further include a stop at an armorer.
Perhaps

due

to

frequent

trips

to

England,

Byrd

was

more

interested in following the fashions of the English gentry
than were the majority of his Chesapeake neighbors.

It is

known, for example that Byrd owned at least one fine weapon.
As he wrote on June 10, 1689 to his agents, Perry and Lane: "I
20 Thomas S. Willan, The Inland Trade: Studies in English
Internal
Trade in theSixteenth
and Seventeenth Centuries
(Totowa,NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1976) 116.
21 D.

Davis107.

22 D.

Davis111.
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have sent by Tanner an old silver hilted sword which I desire
you to change & send me another small silver hilted rapier for
itt. "23
There is one final stop that our hypothetical agent (or
his apprentice) might make on his shopping trip, and that is
the shoemakers or cordwainers.

Davis reports that in the

seventeenth century the cordwainers guild was engaged in a
controversy with leather suppliers.

The chief benefactors of

these difficulties were alien shoemakers,
the

guild

system.

operating outside

In addition to problems

with

supply,

English shoemakers within the guild were confined by outdated
rules, which rendered them largely unable to compete in the
London market for fashionable shoes.24 As has been suggested,
the

"average"

particularly

Virginia

interested

planter

would

in the most

not

have

fashionable

unless it was suited for country living.

been

footwear,

The supply problems

encountered by English shoemakers helps to explain why more
shoes than cloth were manufactured in the Chesapeake.
Once the agent had made all his purchases, the items had
to be shipped to the planter in the Chesapeake.

In a study of

Boston merchants,

the

Linda Baumgarten describes

shipping

process for textiles which is most likely identical to the
transportation of cloth to the Chesapeake.

The factor or

23 Marion Tinling, ed. , The Correspondence of the Three William
Bvrds of Westover. Virginia 1684-1776 (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia for the Virginia Historical Society, 1977) 106.
24 D. Davis 113-114.
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agent was responsible for providing an invoice of the goods
shipped, including all costs.

The lengths of fabric, called

"pieces" were then packed together in large bales, with each
piece numbered to enable the colonial purchaser to identify
his goods.

Despite this, the method of finding the cloth one

had ordered was often not an easy one.25
To locate the cloth in the cargo was not the planters'
only problem.

The letters of Byrd and Fitzhugh to their

factors enumerate the planters' grievances,
inferior

goods

or

incorrect

orders.

The

complaining of
planters

also

protested inaccurate bills and the receipt of damaged, useless
or unsalable products.

For example, William Byrd said, in a

1683 letter to Perry and Lane: "I have had many complaints of
my duffields and cotton this year & must confesse some of it
was the worst I ever saw, and had not been vendible, had it
not been for the scarcity of those commodities at present".26
Other letters complain about the quality, price, or condition
of various articles.

While Byrd is, in part, trying to gain

a favorable trade position,
complaints in that way.

it is hard to dismiss all his

In one shipment, for example: "...I

can scarce give you any account of the goods received, onely
one pair lac'd ruffles you sent me, I suppose the lace had
been trampled in the kennell before it was made

25 Baumgarten 226-227.
26 Tinling 10.

(the wrist
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bands not being soild), & are I fear not worth a farthing."27
Byrd also complains incessantly that the duffields28 he is
being sent are too light, and that the Indians with whom he is
trading only want the darker colors.29

The frequency of the

planters' complaints suggest that what Linda Baumgarten found
in New England was also true in the Chesapeake— that the
English merchants were,
communication,

either deliberately or due to poor

sending poor quality, unfashionable goods to

the colonies.30
Whether

or

not

the

orders

were

correct

or

in

good

condition, the items had to be distributed to the new owners
in the Chesapeake.

Those planters with advantageous locations

along waterways had goods delivered to their doors.
whose

landings

utilized

their

were

not

neighbor's

accessible
docks.

to

the

Larger

Others,

large

planters,

ships,
like

William Fitzhugh and William Byrd I ordered particular items
of clothing and considerable amounts of cloth directly from
their agents in England.

The quantity and variety of cloth

ordered by successful planters may reflect the greater size of
their households.

They were buying excess cloth to store for

future use, as well as to sell to other planters.

Planters

bought up to a year's supply of goods in advance whenever
27 Tinling 27.
28 a type of coarse cloth.
29 Tinling 31, 41 and elsewhere.
30 Baumgarten 224.
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possible, because of the distance and uncertainty of shipping
from England,

as well as the fluctuations

in the tobacco

market.31
Some of these "stores" of cloth were just that.

Edmund

Morgan suggests that those planters "who could take the risk,
became merchant planters.

They bought shiploads of English

goods and supplied their neighbors with clothes..."32. Excess
cloth was potential,

stored income, whether it was a hedge

against future shortages, or a commodity to be sold.

There

were also other, more established stores that Bruce refers to
as "one of the principal institutions of Virginia, whether the
property of a foreign or a native merchant."33

Some of these

stores carried a wide variety of cloth and clothing.

Those

planters who did not receive all they needed directly from
English merchants were able to make purchases at these stores
to complete their yearly requirements.

The "stores", and the

men who operated them constitute the subject of Chapter Three.

31 Main 71.
32 Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery. American Freedom: The
Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York: W.W. Norton Co., 1975) 177.
33 Philip Alexander Bruce, Economic History of Virginia in the
Seventeenth Century. (New York: Macmillan Company, 1907) 380.

CHAPTER THREE
LOCAL MERCHANT ACTIVITY: AN EXAMPLE
This chapter documents the variety of ways in which cloth
or clothing was sold or distributed in Virginia.

Chapter Two

discussed the ways in which goods reached the door
river

landing)

of

a

Chesapeake

planter.

(or the

Chapter

Three

concentrates on the people who made that happen.
Ronald Grim identifies three categories of merchants in
the seventeenth-century Chesapeake: planter-agents, part-time
merchants, and full-time merchants.
to his name,

The planter-agent, true

concentrated his energies on the planting of

tobacco, but was also involved in some mercantile activities.
He might serve, for example, as an attorney for non-resident
or absent merchants.

Planter-agents were most numerous from

1660-1709, when they constituted 30% of the resident merchant
population.
small,

The absolute number of planter-agents, was always

as was their actual participation in retail trading

activity.1
The part-time merchants, also referred to
planters",
merchants.

comprised

the

largest

These men were

portion of

as "merchantthe

landowners but were

resident
also more

actively involved in trade than were the planter-agents.
percentage of merchant-planters fluctuates over time.

The

In the

early decades of the colony they were the most active type of
1 Ronald E. Grim, "The Absence of Towns in Seventeenth Century
Virginia: The Emergence of Service Centers in York County," diss.,
University of Maryland, 1977, 142.
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merchant.

They represented less than 50 percent of merchants

in the 1660s, increased to 75-80 percent during the 1670s and
1680s,

and

then

stabilized

at

around

50 percent

for

the

remainder of the century.2
Full-time merchants, the final group, were not evident
until after 1690.

These merchants were town-dwellers who did

not participate in agriculture.

Grim suggests that they may

have replaced some of the part time merchants.3
Due to the time configurations of this project, the full
time merchants of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries are of the least interest.
loom

largest

Chesapeake.

in

the

life

of

The part-time merchants

the

seventeenth

They were the so-called

"merchant-planters",

wealthy men able to diversify their activity.
seen

previously,

wealthy

planters

century

were

more

As has been
likely

to

instigate home production and also tended to stockpile English
goods when given the opportunity.

The commercial activity of

these merchant-planters serves as a focus for this chapter.
The specific merchant-planters studied for this paper
were from York County, Virginia.4

Focusing on this county

presents

benefits.

difficulties

as well

as

York

County

represents that portion of Virginia settled earliest in the
2 Grim 143.
3 Grim 143.
4.
I am grateful to Lorena Walsh for acquiring the names of
known seventeenth century York County merchants for me. The time
and effort she saved in this regard made this project possible.
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seventeenth

century,

institutions

are

among

and
the

therefore

trade

patterns

earliest

extant.

and

Conclusions

regarding the situation in York County cannot be ascribed to
other portions of Virginia which were settled

later.

In

addition, the number of York County merchants found for the
seventeenth century was small (a total of twenty-four) and of
those,

even fewer could be identified as being involved in

trade from the items in their probate inventories at the time
of their death.
items,

Because there was no indication of what

if any, the other identified merchants were selling,

they could not be included.

While probate inventories are

problematic sources,5 the way in which they are used here is
slightly less troublesome,
relative wealth was made.

as no absolute determination of
Inventories were used

only to

ensure that the individual was still involved in Commercial
activities at the time of his death.

For example,

if the

inventory indicated an excess of trade goods such as cloth,
the individual was included as a merchant.
There are also compelling reasons supporting the use of
York

County

Records.

First,

complete and very accessible,

the

records

are

remarkably

having been transcribed and

organized into biographical files by the Colonial Williamsburg

5.
See,
for example,
Lois Carr and Lorena S. Walsh,
"Inventories and the Analysis of Wealth," Historical Methods 13
(1980): 81-104.
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Foundation

research

department.6

In

addition,

since

the

county was established early in the seventeenth century,

a

longer span of commercial development is available for study.
While the conclusions drawn can not be assigned entirely to
the rest of the Chesapeake, the lives of York County merchants
do suggest one way in which trade occurred in the seventeenth
century.
York County in the middle part of the seventeenth century
saw a substantial increase in the number of people involved in
planter-agent and merchant-planter activities.

Of the twenty-

four men identified as merchants, inventories were found for
twenty-three, and of those, fifteen confirmed their probable
involvement

in

significant merchant

activities.

In most

cases, only the date of death is known, making age and length
of activity difficult to determine, a factor complicated by
the high mortality rates

in the Chesapeake.

Unless more

specific data is known, the merchants are assumed to have been
active for at least ten years prior to their death.

Thirteen

of those originally identified as merchants died between 1658

6.
These materials were collected in the York County Master
Biographical file under Grants RS-00033-80-1604 and RO-20869-85
from the National Endowment for the Humanities to the Department of
Historical Research at the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. All
biographical information in this study was taken from the Master
Biographical File and Biographical Worksheets on file in the
Department
of
Historical
Research,
Colonial
Williamsburg
Foundation.
I am grateful to the that department for allowing me
access to these files, particularly to Linda Rowe for her help with
using them. Any citations made will refer to the book number of the
Deeds, Orders and Wills (DOW) from which the information was taken,
followed by a page number.
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and 1677, of which eleven had inventories which confirmed them
as probable merchants.

Rather than presenting each of the

twenty-four identified merchants individually, composites have
been created from the available biographies.

I have divided

the merchants into three groups, based on date of death.

One

group is comprised of the thirteen mid-century merchants; a
second

is

composed

of

three

merchants

who

represent

the

earliest identified (1637-1648), and the final group contains
the merchants who died later in the century (1682-1697).

The

groups are not of equal size, nor are the span of death years;
however, an attempt has been made to create the groups in a
way

that

created.

is

consistent

Naturally,

with

the

nature

of

the

profiles

none of the composites are a perfect

representation of the merchants of the time.

Nonetheless,

they broadly characterize the changing nature of merchant
activity in seventeenth century York County.
Before discussing the particular "composite merchants",
an overview of the changing nature of trade is necessary.

The

general characteristics of York County merchants will then be
presented,

followed

by

the

composites

and

a

possible

explanation for why so many of the confirmed merchants are
grouped within a twenty year period at mid-century.
The
captains

first
or

supercargoes.

"merchants"

English

in

merchants

These

duration of the voyage.

men

were

Virginia

were

traveling

on

in

Virginia

the

ship's

the

ship

only

for

as
the

While a ship captain might make many
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trips to Virginia, it was not always to the same location or
for

the

same

merchant.

Ralph

Davis has

found

that

the

authority and autonomy of the ship's captain derived from the
permanence of his tenure with a particular merchant.

Those

undertaking a single voyage would be responsible for nothing
but

the

ship,

whereas

those

of

long standing

would

find

themselves also serving the role of supercargo.7
With the growth of the colony and the tobacco trade,
English merchants doing business in Virginia found that the
best solution was either to send an agent to Virginia or to
engage a local planter to act for them in the colony.
provided many obvious advantages.

This

The most important of these

advantages was that a locally-based merchant could most easily
assemble

an early cargo,thereby taking advantage

of

the

market in foreign ports, where price fluctuated with supply.
In

addition,

they

were

in

a

better

position

to

gain

satisfaction on debts when a planter was unable to cover them
all.8
Over time, some of these agents severed ties to their
firms in England and became merchants in their own right.
Some became planters as well, and entered the local social and
political

scene.

As

Lorena

Walsh

suggests,

a

sense

of

7 Ralph Davis, Rise of the English Shipping Industry in the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (London: MacMillan & Co.,
1962) 129-130.
8 Paul G.E. Clemens, The Atlantic Economy and Colonial
Maryland's Eastern Shore From Tobacco to Grain (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1980) 152-153.
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permanency in the colony was more important than financial
success

for

a merchant

seeking

to

become

a part

of

the

fit

the

community.9
The

York

County merchants

general

patterns

Several

served

merchants.

as

These

outlined

in

attorneys
tended

surveyed
the

be

to

secondary

collecting

to

seem

men

debts
who

literature.
for

were

English

sometimes

identified as merchants, but whose inventories do not confirm
a large commitment to merchant activities.
have

been

planters.

equally

successful

both

as

Many appear to

merchants

and

as

In fact, land ownership was a common bond among 85%

of the men identified as merchants in York County.10

In some

cases, however, an over-commitment to merchant activity caused
economic ruin in both facets of their lives, as their tobacco
crops were not sufficient to satisfy debts.

Ronald Grim found

that approximately 21 percent of the merchants in York County
owned stores or were storekeepers providing an alternative
site for trade for those without dock-side access to ships
from England.11

The stores were most likely privately owned

by large, successful planters, the wealthiest individuals in
the county.

These men would use the stored goods on their own

plantations and would also sell surplus goods to neighbors.
9 Lorena S. Walsh, "Charles County, Maryland, 1658-1795: A
Study of Chesapeake Social and Political Structure," diss.,
Michigan State University, 1977, 318.
10 Grim 160.
11 Grim 156-157.
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Grim calculated the relationship between store ownership
and wealth, finding that the mean worth for the entire group
was L92, while the mean for the planter-agent was L130, and
for the part-time merchant it was L340.
A merchant,

regardless

of whether he was

an

English

factor or a Virginian merchant-planter needed more than a
store and the ability to grant credit.

He also had to be

adept at mercantile machination, at least according to "G.A.",
who wrote the following in a letter to his

"most honored

Friend Mr. M.F.":
Sir, If you send any Adventure to this
Province, let me beg to give you this advice
in it; that the factor whom you imploy be a
man of a Brain, otherwise the Planter will go
near to make a Skimming-dish of his Skull: I
know your genius can interpret my meaning.
The people of this place (whether the saltness
of the ocean gave them any alteration when
they went over first, or their continual
dwelling
under the remote clyme where they
now inhabit, I know not) are a more acute
people in general, in matters of Trade and
Commerce, than in any other place of the
World; and by their crafty and sure bargaining
do often over-reach the raw and inexperienced
merchant.
To be short, he that undertakes
merchants imployment for Mary-land, must have
more of knave in him than Fool; he must not be
a windling piece of Formality that will lose
his Imployers Goods for Conscience Sake, nor a
fleshy piece of Prodigality , that will give
his merchants fine Hollands, laces and Silks
to purchase the benevolence of a Female; but
he must be a man of solid confidence, carrying
always in his looks the Effigies of an
Execution upon Command, it he supposes a
baffle or denyal of payment, where a debt for
his Imployer is legally due.12
12 Clayton Coleman Hall, ed. , Narratives of Early Maryland
1633-1684 (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1910) 379.
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Whether an English agent in the Chesapeake temporarily,
or a planter turned merchant-planter, the presence of these
men relocated the center of trade and reconfiguredthetrade
methods discussed in Chapter Two.

While Grim statesthat

the

consignment system was composed of indirect relationships, the
resident merchant, more common through the latter half of the
century, was a direct relationship.

The resident merchants

received their goods in a variety of ways,

and sold them

either in a "store" or peddled them in the countryside.13
Some of a merchant's goods, or conversely, some of his
competition may have come from visitors to the
wealthy

new

settlers.

Such

traders

acted

colony or

as

one-time

merchants, bringing various goods with them in an attempt to
make a profit.
Switzerland

who

One example is Francis Louis Michel of Berne,
traveled to Virginia

at the

turn

eighteenth century:
After I had made sure of the ship, I inquired
what marketable goods could be purchased.
I
bought, as far as I was able, some of every
kind, also what was necessary for the journey
and my stay there, namely: a mattress, linen,
whiskey, ready-made clothes, hats, stockings,
shoes, rifles, all kinds of household goods
and
implements,
knives,
scissors,
shoe
buckles, hair powder, especially amber, all
kinds of perfumes and laces, in short, every
thing a man needs, except food. The ordinary
and lowest profit is fifty percent. But there
are goods on which one can double and treble

13 Grim 205-206.

of

the
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his money.14
Grim describes the profile of merchants in seventeenthcentury York County in somewhat monolithic terms.

The reality

is that there were fairly dramatic changes in the character of
merchant biographies

over the course of the century.

An

attempt has been made here to identify these differences.
Inventories

were

available

for

all

three

of

the

identified merchants from 1637-1648. Only one of those three
inventories confirms that the merchant owned goods to be sold,
and even that confirmation is uncertain.
represented as having been a merchant

A second man was
in England who was

serving as an attorney or agent for an English merchant in
Virginia, and therefore could represent one of Grim's planter
agents.

None of the three owned stores, none were recorded as

participating in any community activity, not even as a witness
to

a deed.

Only

one

of

the

three

owned

land,

different man was recorded as owning a servant.

while

a

These three

early examples, while identified at some point as merchants,
were not engaged in those activities to any great extent by
the time of death.

The most likely supposition is that these

men were all agents or factors for non-resident merchants who
were simply on site to facilitate trade for their superiors.
Ten years later, there is stronger evidence of merchant

14 William J. Hinke, trans. and ed. "Report of the Journey of
Francis Louis Michel from Berne, Switzerland, to Virginia, October
2, 1701 - December 1702," Virginia Magazine of History and
Biography 24 (1916): 5.
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activity.

Of the thirteen merchants identified in the 1658-

1677 time period,

seven were regularly involved in retail

trade, four showed a lesser involvement in merchant activity,
and only two had nothing in their inventories to suggest that
they were practicing as merchants at the time of their death.
One of those two, however, was serving as an attorney to an
English merchant,

as were four others.

In addition,

individuals

described

been

England.

were

as

having

three

merchants

in

In other words, of the thirteen men identified as

merchants, only one individual cannot be confirmed as having
participated in merchant activities in Virginia.

Nine of the

thirteen were definitely landowners, and of the thirteen, a
slightly different nine owned either servants or slaves.
This group was more likely to be integrated into the
community than were their counterparts earlier in the century.
All but two appear in the records as having participated in
community

life

either

as

witnesses

appraisers of estates, or as jurors.
justices,

to

legal

documents,

Two others served as

and one of these two was a Burgess.

This

last

example, however, was one of the merchants whose activity was
unconfirmed.

This group was also more likely to be referred

to with an honorific.

While only one of the three early

merchants rated a Mr. in the records, only two of the mid
century cohort lacked such an appellation.
Four of the merchants were identified as having a store,
and many of the inventories reflect a very high

level of
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investment in the items traditionally included in a merchant
trade,

including,

Hubbard

(d.1667),

of course, cloth.

For example,

one of the men with a store,

Jonathan

had in his

inventory, as well as knives, nails, agricultural equipment
and wine, 452 ells15 of lockram, at a variety of prices from
13 1/2 d. per ell to 17 d. per ell for fine lockram.

He also

had similar amounts of dowlass, canvas and linen, as well as
hats, tape, thread, pins, ribbons, and a variety of ready-made
clothes and shoes.16

The large amounts of cloth, shoes, and

other

suggests

items

merchants

clearly

at

mid-century

had

that Hubbard
transcended

and his
the

fellow

status

of

planters selling from personal store, and while they may be
serving as attorneys for merchants in England, that was not
their sole mercantile function.
The death dates (1682-1697) of the third and final group
represent

the

end

of

the

century.

They

are

harder

to

characterize, because some had extraordinarily long tenures
meaning

that

their

careers

overlap

with,

and

perhaps

rightfully belong to, the mid-century set.

The long careers

of

that,

these

men

also

raise the possibility

while

not

practicing merchants at the time of their death, they may have
done so for large portions of their careers, ending when that
practice became unprofitable.

15 An ell is a measure of cloth which is just over a yard.
16 Inventory and Appraisement of Mr. Jonathan Hubbard. DOW (4) ,
230.

62

Based on the inventories only two of the eight men were
acting as merchants when they died.

One of these men, Thomas

Reynolds, died in 1682 and could easily have been placed with
the mid-century group.

The other, Edward Jones, had a small

stock of goods which, while large enough to suggest trade, may
merely have represented a large personal store.

As Jones was

the sole member of this group serving as an attorney for an
English merchant, either explanation is possible.
The eight members of the final group differ markedly from
their predecessors.

For example,

nearly all of them were

ascribed honorifics.

Surprisingly, Thomas Reynolds, the only

active merchant, lacks even the title Mr. in written records.
Like

previous

merchants,

they were

involved

in

community

affairs; five of the eight served as justices, two were High
Sheriff, and one, Nathaniel Bacon, was Auditor General of the
colony.

Also, the majority of these merchants owned slaves.

The eight men in this group, in addition to the merchant
identification, were all landowners.
they were

As merchant-planters,

involved in both trade and tobacco cultivation.

Mercantile activity became more competitive in the latter part
of the century, as English and Scottish merchants re-created
and consolidated the tobacco trade.

As a result, part-time

merchants extricated themselves from trade.
Why are the majority of York County merchant-planters
clustered in the middle decades of the seventeenth century?
Grim

suggests

that

the

nature

of trade

as undertaken

by
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English

and

especially

effectively

drove

the

business.

Charles

Scottish

part-time

Steffen

full-time

merchant

found

a

merchants,

planter

similar

out

of

pattern

in

Baltimore County and alludes to the merchant-planters of the
1660s through the 1690s as representing "the stillbirth of the
county's

first

merchant

community"17,

attributing

their

failure to a lack of political power in England18.
The colonists' lack of political power was not the only
reason for changes in merchant activity.

The Anglo-Dutch wars

and the English Civil War interrupted trans-Atlantic trade.
In addition, tobacco prices declined over time, reducing the
amount

of

credit

combination

of

available
these

from

factors

English

merchants.

encouraged

local,

The
more

financially secure merchant-planters to extend credit to their
neighbors

and

to

diversify

into

merchant

activities.

Increased merchant activity corresponded to expanded domestic
manufacturing.

The most successful merchants such as Jonathan

Newell, John Hubbard and Thomas Ludlow all died in the 1660s
and 1670s,

which suggests that they had established their

mercantile businesses during the relevant years of the 164 0s
and 1650s.

Perhaps they initially expanded their existing

practice

selling goods

of

from their

during times when shipping was delayed.

own personal

stores

Once access to London

17 Charles G. Steffen, "The Rise of the Independent Merchant in
the Chesapeake: Baltimore County, 1660-1767," Journal of American
History 76 (1989): 12.
18 Steffen 21.
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markets

was

re-established,

enterprise with the
endeavors.

the

capital

merchants

expanded

they had gained

from

their

earlier

The wealthy planters would have been more likely

to have contacts in other parts of Europe and the colonies,
and utilized these to replenish their stocks.
exceptions,

however,

With one or two

those men identified as merchants who

died later in the century cannot be readily identified as such
by the contents of their probate inventories.
peace,

restoration

of

regular

trading,

The return of

temporary

rise

in

tobacco prices and the enforcement of the Navigation Acts
effectively destroyed this nascent merchant class.
of the reason,

Regardless

it is clear that in York County there were

fewer practicing merchants

in Virginia at the end of the

century than there were in the middle decades.

Further study

is, of course necessary to determine if York County can be
considered

representative

in this

way.

The

twenty

four

merchants studied here from seventeenth-century York County do
not,

by themselves,

Virginia

or the

verify this pattern

Chesapeake,

but

it

is

for the whole of
suggestive

development of the merchant trade during Virginia's
century.

of

the

first

CONCLUSION

Tobacco shaped the destiny of the seventeenth-century
Chesapeake.

Initially highly profitable,

its very nature

created a particular set of circumstances which shaped the
society that cultivated it.

These social conditions are, to

a

in

large

degree,

reflected

the

processes

of

clothing

acquisition used by the residents of the seventeenth century
Chesapeake.

The choices they made regarding the purchase of

clothing from overseas or the manufacture of cloth at home
indicate the importance that tobacco cultivation had within
that society.
Tobacco is a demanding crop, both in land usage and labor
demands.

In the early seventeenth century, the availability

of land was not a problem; the scarcity of labor was.

All

available

labor

the

production

of more tobacco,

reinvested

in more

was,

therefore,

labor.

directed

and any
As

towards

financial

one group

of

excess was

scholars

has

stated: "Clearly it was more cost effective to put labor into
raising tobacco to pay for imported goods than to spend time
manufacturing goods locally"1.

Tobacco prices remained high

through the late 1620s by which point tobacco had become the
1 Lois Green Carr, Russell R. Menard, Lorena S. Walsh, Robert
Cole's World: Agriculture and Society in Early Maryland (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture, 1991) 52.
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sine

qua

non

of

fluctuations,

Chesapeake

and a general

society.

Despite

downward trend

constant

in price,

the

majority of planters remained involved in tobacco production
throughout the century.
There

are

a

variety

of

reasons

for

the

continued

production of tobacco to the exclusion of other crops; for the
preference

of

manufacture.

imported

goods

over

those

of

domestic

Planters of the Chesapeake in the seventeenth

century relied heavily and almost exclusively on England to
provide them clothing.

Initially, clothing was provided, or

could be purchased from the Virginia Company magazine,
later,

ships would arrive

consignment

or

from England

speculation.

As

the

and

carrying goods

Chesapeake

on

residents

became increasingly involved with the production of tobacco,
they made choices which would continue their dependence on
England for their apparel.
their

chosen

crop,

unwillingness

to

the

The labor intensive nature of

dispersed

invest

in

settlement

alternative

pattern,

crops,

and

the
the

generally poor quality of the cloth produced in the colony all
combined to make the purchase of cloth and clothing
England
planters.

by

far

the

most

popular

option

for

from

Chesapeake

Ready made clothes were purchased both for the

planters and for their servants, but most clothing was made in
the colony from cloth bought from England.
was

consistently

manufacturers,

profitable

for

The trade in cloth

English

merchants

and

and they tended to discourage any colonial
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attempts to become more self-sufficient.
periodically
clothing,

attempt

particularly

to

manufacture

during

times

The colonists did

more
of

of

their

depressed

own

tobacco

prices or war-time interruptions of trade with England.

For

the variety of reasons just mentioned, Virginians tended to
return to English manufactures as soon as possible.
The only common aspect of clothing manufacture in the
seventeenth-century was home production from imported cloth.
In many cases, it would have been the job of the woman of the
house to produce the needed clothing.
women,

In households without

there were a variety of choices,

planter's economic status.

depending on the

One alternative was to buy ready

made clothing, either from a store or from a larger planter in
return for a note on the next tobacco crop.

Another option

was to purchase cloth and have clothes made by an tailor.

The

very wealthy might have a slave or servant for whom clothing
production was a regular occupation.
either

hire

the

labor

from

other

Smaller planters could
planters

itinerant tailor to do the necessary work.

or

employ

an

Most Chesapeake

residents used a combination of these methods, depending on
circumstances and on the items required.

Even William Byrd,

with a family tailor, requested, in the same letter as a new
tailor: "about ten or a dozen suits of servants cloths ready
made for the tryall, also one large clo[th?] campaigne coat
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about

3 0s price."2

As with every aspect of

life

in the

Chesapeake, the more economically successful a planter was,
the more options he had.
Domestic merchant activity followed a related pattern.
While

the

early

supercargoes
expanding

and

their

merchants
agents,
roles

were
by

in

English

ship

mid-century

response

to

captains,

colonists

the

were

interruptions

experienced in the flow of goods caused by European wars and
civil unrest in England.
merchants

before

Some Virginia residents who had been

emigrating

to

the

Chesapeake

dissolved

whatever obligations they had to English merchants and became
merchant-planters.
English

and

reconfigured

By the late seventeenth century, however,

Scottish
trading

merchants

networks,

had

reorganized

effectively

removing

and
the

merchant-planter from the scene.
Although

the

Chesapeake

colonies

slowly

became

more

involved in domestic production, they continued to buy most of
their cloth elsewhere.

Indeed, Thomas Jefferson implies in

1781 that the same pattern held true well into the eighteenth
century: Virginians would produce cloth in times of need, but
would continue to prefer English goods:
During this time we have manufactured within
our families the most necessary articles of
cloathing.
Those of cotton will bear some
comparison with the same kinds of manufacture
in Europe; but those of wool, flax and hemp
2 Marion Tinling ed., The Correspondence of the Three William
Bvrds of Westover. Virginia 1684-177 6 (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia for the Virginia Historical Society, 1977) 62.
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are very coarse, unsightly and unpleasant; and
such is our attachment to agriculture, and
such
is
our
preference
for
foreign
manufactures, that be it wise or unwise, our
people will certainly return as soon as they
can,
to the raising raw materials,
and
exchanging them for finer manufactures than
they are able to execute themselves, (emphasis
added)3
In Jefferson's future, there is no English compulsion to
refrain from manufacture— he foresees a choice— a choice to
retain

indefinitely the

seventeenth century dependence

on

England for cloth and clothing.

3 Merrill D. Peterson, ed. , The Portable Thomas Jefferson (New
York: Penguin Books, 1975) 216.
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